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Dear Senator Zinke & Honorabie Legislators of Montana,

i am pieased to address you on behalf of the charter school comrnunity of ldaho. As your
noftfiwest neighbor. we share an appreciation of open spaces. spirited and innovative citizens
and family values. As you engage in a dalogue about the goodness of fit of charter schools for
Montana, i would share wtth you sorne of the lessons we have iearned since 1998 when our
charter law was passed, and the many ways that charter schools have strengthened education
and broadened opportunities for our students and their farniiies.

The Charter School Act was passed in ldaho in l99B and we have seen slow and steady
growth in the number of charter schools over the last I 2 years. Currently, we have 40 schools
in 20 different communities and 7 viftual statewide charter schoois. Approximately 15.000
students. or 50lo of the markei share of youngsters, is enrolied in a charter school. Like Montana.
ldaho is comprised of mostiy small, rural cornrnunities. Charter schools are distributed
throughout ihe staie, in communities of various sizes. Their development has been in response
to a perceived need in the community and thus. they conlinue io represent a smali percent of
our studenf population. We know that traditional public schools do a greatjob educating most
students; however. some students. in spiie of their efforis. are not successful. A 2009 study of
ldaho s charter schools found that parents chose charter schools for three primary reasons -
philosophy of lhe school. smallschool or class size. and safe school environrnent. As we
guarantee everyyoung citizen a Free and appropriate education, we musi acknoWedge thal
some children iearn differently. that some need speciai accommodaiions and that for some, a
iarge school or the experience of being brullied can make a child feel unsafe. Paren6 and
chridren deserve a choice that will prornote their academic and personalsuccess.

Charter schoois offer a number of very important opportunities to our students in ldaho.
Several of our schools focus primariiy on high school drop outs - a problem nationwide. Our
state leaders, likeyours. want to see every student finish high schooi and brecome a responsible
and contributing citzen. Kootenai Bridge Academy in Coeur dAlene and Richard McKenna
High School in Mountain Home are successful exampies of innovailve programs that reach
those siudents and have an irnpressive lmpact on increasing graduatian rates and enroliment
in secondary education. National stud'es show that students who attended charter high
schools were rnore likely to receive a dipioma and attend college. At Coeur dAlene Academy.
950/o of the seniors go on to college. more than double our state average.

Studenfs wlth special learning needs are served well in all our public schoois. yet. rnany
struggle to fit in and get the personai support that would make their academic career a
positive experience. Several smail charter schools throughout our state are having amazing
results with students who have special needs. like those on the aut'sm spectrum. whose
parenb had often resorted to homeschooling. charter schools have ihe oppoftunity to create
a cuiture of acceptance. teaching all studentslhai tolerance isn't enough. Only when we
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include all children who may have learning or behavio ral dfferencet in every aspecr of school
life can we experience the richness that a biverse student body offers. we know that this can
only be accomplished when adulfs are intentional aboui full inclusion. By gwing teachers the
freedom to innovate a nd ty nel / wa)6 to improve studenr achievement attendance and
satisfaction, charter schools are developing successful nsv teaching models thaf work

ln the Norfhwesf perhaps moreso flnan in other regions, we experience large number of
children who are home*choofed. We appreciate th? tengths to which pareir wilt goin their
commitrnen6 to their families, Still. we owe it to those parents and s[udenr to suppdrr tfreir
effors with high qualrty, standards-based education assistance so that trrey are reaoy ror post-
secondary employrnent or academics, Our 2009 study showed trat at teast 30% of ifre
studenb in 'brick and morErt' charter schools were previously home.schooled and over 5,000
cnarter school studens are cunently enrolled in one of the seven virtual charrer schools jn
ldaho. This is a tesEment to hrgh parent involvement Virn-ral chafter schools prowde an array
of delivery models and cunicula for parenb to choose from so that they can continue to be
very ac[Me and insure that their education choice 6 the best fit for theii student and famity.

Charrer schools are unique public schools that foster a partnership between paren6, teachers
and studenb to creare an environment in which parenB can be more involved. teachers are
given the freedom to innovate and students are provided the structure thqy need to learn with
allthre€ held accountable for improved studentachievement Just like tradirianalpublic
schools, charterschools are free and do not fnve special entrance requirements.

Decision makers in Montana may have some of thesame concerns dlatwe in ldaho have had;
that is. our state demographics seem to have little in comrnon wth Los Angeles, Near york City
or Washingron. DC. While not resembling the profites of urban Americanichools. we knew
that ldaho students could do better. Natroial data shows that charter studenb are twice as
l]kelyto score proficientoradvanced ratings on reading and math tests; and, data ftom ldaho
State assessments over five years showed drat charter students performed better academaalty
wlrcn compared with ot|er studenB in norrcharter pubfic schoofs. The same suldy showed
that97% of students, parenb and teache6 who responded to a survey, were nappywiffl their
cnafier schools-

We know that all studenr are capable of learning and achieving. .ns part of our duty and
guarantee to our citizens, we need to respond if a raditional public school 6 not addressing a
studenfs needs. Charterschools offer parents another public school option. Highnualry puOtic
charter schools are making a difference for studen8 and need to be expanded. Both
Republican and Democratic governor across the country see charter schools as part of the
long-term solution to improving pubfic education. The charter school community in ldaho
urges decision rnakers in Montara to make the charter opporfiJntty arailable to your students,
parenb and teachers. We supportyou in your effort to innovate and irnpror,ne education for all
and we eagerly await your success.

Respectfully.
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Diane L. Demaresl M.Fd.
Executive Director


